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	1. Chapter 1

**A/n: ** _At long last, my next story. did ya miss me? __Retirement, new job and moving from TX to FL took up most of the past several months. but everything is unpacked; I finally finished my marathon screening of 'The Dark Shadows' so have nothing preventing me from writing. _

**Sins of the Past**

Joe Hardy was relaxing on his back deck, enjoying a rare long weekend off from all responsibilities, work and personal, when he heard a car screech into his driveway, brakes squealing as the driver stomped on them. He then heard a car door slam so forcefully he winced in sympathy. The blond man had just forced himself to a standing position when the door leading from the kitchen flew open with a crash.

His brother Frank, normally the calm, placid, even keeled one, was so angry Joe swore he saw steam coming off his sibling's dark brown head. He stepped back in self defense even as he racked his brain to find something he may have said, done or not said or done to piss his brother off so much. He needn't have worried.

"_**That BITCH**_" Frank seethed so vehemently that Joe blinked in shock. Frank _never _swore. And if there was ever a poster boy for Chivalry, he was it.

"Glo—ria?!" Joe half whispered, shocked and confused over what Frank's girlfriend may have done to warrant such a reaction (_oh shit he didn't propose and she turned him down, did she?!" _) he thought in dismay.

That shook Frank out of his rage. "Wha?!" he stopped, looked at his brother and visibly tried to calm down by closing his eyes and taking a long, slow, deep breath. Once he stopped trembling with suppressed rage, he opened them. No longer chocolate daggers of impending doom; but there was still some strong emotion lurking beneath the surface. "No. Not Glo." he bit off each word precisely.

Frank threw himself into the Adirondack style chair so recently vacated by his sibling. He did so violently enough that it skidded back a few inches. "Well, then _who_?!" Joe pleaded, curiosity driving him insane. "and for that matter, _Why_?"

"She had the nerve to involve Mom in her little scheme." Frank was still furious.

"For the umpteenth time, Frank, _She WHO_?!" Joe was at the end of his rope waiting for his brother to just give him a straight answer. "and _what _scheme?!" he threw his arms up in exasperation.

It was at that moment that Halloran decided to come out onto the deck, bearing a tray of lemonade and a bowl of freshly made guacamole along with some corn chips. She silently approached the small side table next to the chair Frank was in, placed it gingerly there and without a word turned around and went back inside. Joe stuck a foot behind the matching chair and dragged it back enough to match it's companion's new location and threw himself into it all while staring pointedly at his elder brother.

"Spit it out, Bro." Joe crossed his arms in front of him and leaned back.

"Mom called me about twenty minutes ago." Frank began, obviously still incensed.

"She does that. She's a mom. It's kinda their thing."

"She _ordered_ me to take on a new case." Frank glowered. Joe blinked.

"Mom doesn't ever get involved in the family Biz that way." he said, frowning.

"Apparently she does now." Frank replied acerbically. "She didn't even ask if we could do it, she just told me I was going to handle this personally."

"Again, I will ask, with the patience of a saint I might add, What. Are. We. Talking. About?" Joe tried to insert some levity but even he was getting fed up with the run around.

This time, something got through Frank's skull. He sighed, before continuing. "Mom told me that I was not only going to take on this new case, but that I personally would be the one handling every aspect of it, including the field work." he shot a look at his brother, "Also, that you were welcome to join in the fun."

"Gee, thanks ever so."

"Don't thank me until you hear who the client is."

"I have been waiting 15 minutes for you to come to the point. So who is it already?!"

"Callie."

Joe gaped. "Yer kidding. I _TOLD_ her, to her face even, that we were booked solid and couldn't take on any new cases even if you were willing, which I knew you were not."

"Yeah, well she went behind your back and cried to Mom."

"That _Bitch!_"

"Told ya." Frank replied with a small, slightly smug smile.

"Well what the hell are you going to do? Not like you can openly defy Mom, can you?"

"It's a done deal, unfortunately. She has informed me that Callie will be in the office tomorrow morning at 8 and threatened to be there as well." Frank rolled his eyes. "So, despite my best efforts I have to at least see her and listen to what she has to say." he sighed. "Part of me wants to be petty and complain to Dad but I know that won't go over too well."

"Want me there too? I can glower and glare and generally be intimidating."

"Appreciate the offer but no. You and Joanna need to get moving on the Caruthers case. I will have to suffer alone. But I already intend to tell Martha to interrupt me in 20 minutes no matter what and I will regretfully be forced to cut the meeting short." Even Frank could be devious when it suited.

The spent another 45 minutes or so enjoying the afternoon and Halloran's guacamole. But eventually Frank stood up and said his goodbyes. "See you tomorrow." with a wave he headed out, being far less forceful to his car than when he arrived.

"Everything okay?" Halloran asked as she came out in the evening air.

"Well, let's put it this way, remember how I was bitching we had too much going on at the office?" Joe asked as he reached around his tiny wife and pulled her close for a kiss. "It just got worse." he sighed resignedly. "So any plans you may have had involving us being nekkid together will have to wait."

"Oh, darn." she pouted all mock upset. "And here I had designs on your person all weekend, too." she turned in the direction her brother in law had gone. "He needs to hurry up and propose already. Clearly he has no idea of the needs us married people have."

"Not his fault this time, babe. However you can blame Mom if you want."

"That's worse! She keeps dropping hints about grandchildren!" Halloran was shocked at the announcement that her mother in law had butted in on the case load.

"It is what it is. You don't go against Mom when she puts her foot down." Joe sighed. "Let's go inside. I need a beer." and he led the way back into the kitchen for the night.

**A/n: **_short and sweet. don't get used to it. _


	2. Chapter 2

**A/n: **_When I first started writing this story, I had just begun binge watching the entire 5year run of Dark Shadows. The character Roger Collins, the stuck up, __sullen, snobbish and SOB Brother was played by an Actor named Louis Edmonds. the character had committed vehicular manslaughter while drunk and framed his best friend (also in the car and drunker) for the crime._

**Chapter Two**

Three days later, Joe and Jo were headed back into the office having done all they could do on the Caruthers' case in the field. Now it was a matter of producing a report to turn in to the insurance company that had hired them to investigate the possible fraud. Martha was frowning in the general direction of Frank's closed office door.

"What's up, Aunty Em?" Joe asked as he dropped his armload of mail onto her desk before grabbing a cup of coffee.

"That woman is back." Martha sniffed in disapproval. "She just will not leave poor Mr Frank alone at all."

"No Worries. I got this." With a wink at both women, he sauntered over and twisted the handle on his brother's door. "So, Big Brother, have I got some news for y..." he stopped when he physically saw Callie's face. "Oh. Sorry. Didn't know you had company." but the grin on his face belied that comment and he looked steadily at the woman in the chair. For the first time he really looked, noting that if anything she seemed years older than any of their classmates. Her hair was decidedly greying, worry lines were all around her eyes and she looked rumpled. Callie Shaw, the Class Fashion Plate who always looked like she stepped out of a magazine even after her one or two brushes with kidnapping as the then girlfriend of the elder Hardy Boy. Joe's eyes narrowed at this realization and he flicked a glance over to his brother. Someone had come down in the world.

"Callie was just leaving, Joe. Weren't you?" he returned a steady gaze on his erstwhile client. "I will forward everything to your lawyer, including the bill. "I'm sorry I couldn't do what you wanted me to do."

Callie sniffled and choked back a sob. "We don't have one."

Upon hearing that, Frank reached in to his desk and pulled out a business card. "Old friend of the family. Tell him I sent you and he will do what he can. But I have to warn you, it won't be much. Not even Carson can work miracles in the Justice System." He stepped around and extended a hand to the now openly weeping woman. "I wish I was wrong, Cal. Honestly. But the facts don't lie." He shrugged as he led her to the outside door and helped her put her coat on. She left without another word, although her sobs still punctuated the air.

Frank, sighed as he turned around and grabbed his own coffee, emptying the pot. "Sometimes, I hate this job, Joe."

"I'll bite. What was it all about?" Joe asked, filching the last donut out of the box and grimacing when he realized it was the coconut one.

"Her husband." Frank spread his arms in a 'what can you do' gesture and headed back to his office.

"Are you telling me that Mom made you follow the guy around so you could catch him cheating on Callie with a hooker?!" Joe gasped. It seemed so.. tawdry.

"Not a hooker."

"Soccer Mom?" Joe tried to inject some levity.

"Wish it was a simple case of cheating, Little Brother. Then she could divorce the bastard, sue him for oodles of child support and take a cruise to Bermuda on the alimony." Frank shook his head. "Way worse. Callie wanted me to prove her husband was being framed for murder."

"And you couldn't prove he didn't do it."

"I proved he did do it, with better evidence than the DA had which was all circumstantial." Frank sighed again as he fell into his chair. "With what the DA originally had, he was probably looking at getting away with a slap on the wrist and a warning. Now, not so much. The DA is going to push the death penalty."

Joe whistled. "Wow. So who did he kill?"

"A family of 4 and an older couple ended up with serious injuries. He tried to claim his car had been stolen out of the bar parking lot by somebody he worked with who had it in for him. Long story short, I proved he not only drove drunk, after the accident he left the scene deliberately trying to get rid of the car and blame the co worker." Frank shook his head. "I actually feel sorry for Callie. She has 3 kids she has to explain to that their lives are over as they knew it."

"Brutal. No wonder she looked like hell." Joe commented, a little chagrined that he had been less than charitable earlier.

"Tell me about it. I owe Mom an apology. If I had just swallowed my pride and listened to Callie the first time..." he broke off as Joe shook his head.

"Wouldn't have changed the outcome, Bro."

"Point. But I still owe Mom an apology for resenting being told I should be a gentleman in the first place."

"Just be grateful it wasn't Aunt Gertrude." at that comment, Frank laughed ruefully before heading back into his office to make the phone call to his mother.

The brothers settled back in to a routine. The Caruthers case was wrapped up and by some miracle their services were not in such great demand any more that everyone could afford to slow down a little. Joe continued to tease Frank, very subtly, about the lack of a proposal to Gloria, and Frank, not quite so subtly kept getting in his own digs about nieces and nephews. Several weeks went by. Once or twice Frank found an article on line that referenced the murder trial of one Louis Edmonds of Boston Massachusetts and he skimmed over them not really reading or filing away the information.

Halloran and Gloria spent far too many weekends in each others' company to be up to anything good whatsoever. A few times both Chet and Phil's wives were around as well. Frank found the apartment he shared with his girlfriend littered with pamphlets and magazines that all had a decidedly matrimonial theme to them. He was getting to the point he was desperate enough to ask his brother for help making the moment exactly as perfect as he wanted.

In fact, he was on his way over to his brother's house when his cell phone rang.

"_Frank? Carson Drew. Got a minute?_" the voice on the other end spoke in a clipped tone that ruined any hope at all this was a social call.

"Sure, Carson. What can I do for you?" he replied, steeling himself for the answer.

"_Other way around. I am calling to give you a heads up. Trial is over._" He sounded tired. "_All I could get the DA to agree to was not ask for the death penalty. Sentencing phase is next month._"

"Thanks, Carson. I appreciate you taking it on, I know how much you prefer championing for the truly innocent." Frank replied sincerely.

"_I just looked at it as the kids and Mrs Edmonds being the innocent ones. It helped._" He replied. "_Give my best to the entire family._" he said before hanging up.

Frank sighed deeply as he got into his car and drove the short distance to his brother's old farmhouse. Well, technically it was Halloran's but ever since he had moved in one Thanksgiving weekend Joe had added his own touch. He had taken one look at the huge backyard and declared there was no way he was mowing all that every summer, riding mower or not. So over the course of several months, working in his spare time and when the weather cooperated, he had built a fairly extensive deck off the kitchen's french doors to replace the tiny concrete patio. One corner held his smoker and grill. Over on the far end was a long bench that currently held his wife's vegetable garden pots. She had asked him to build her a more suitable stand but had not yet gotten around to it. Other plans included a pergola or arbor to lend some shade and the digging of a fire pit further out in the yard. Maybe a hot tub as well. And as usual, unless there was a blizzard or thunderstorm going on, his brother was out there, half dozing in the Adirondack chair with a half drunk beer at his side.

"Lazy bum. Your wife is in there slaving away and you are snoring out here." Frank chuckled affectionately.

"I got kicked out of the house I will have you know." Joe replied haughtily. "Apparently I vacuum wrong."

"How on earth does one vacuum wrong?!" Frank laughed as he settled into the other chair, his own beer already in hand as he snagged it on his way out of the kitchen.

"Beats me. Something about leaving treadmarks or some such nonsense. I am allowed to do dishes and fold laundry." he clinked his bottle with his brother's and took a swig. "So to what do I owe the honor of your company? Gloria kick you out?"

"Working Mid shift this month. The only time we see each other lately is in bed."

"Plenty of things to do in bed." Joe grinned wickedly.

"I agree. Sleep, read, watch the news," Frank deliberately refused to rise to the bait.

Joe just laughed. "Yeah you would think that was a worthy way to spend time. Someday she is going to give up on the romance thing."

Frank shifted uncomfortably and took another swig. "Yeah, about that. I will never admit this in public, but I kinda need your help on that front."

Joe raised one eyebrow very hight but otherwise remained silent.

Frank sighed and covered his nervousness by taking yet another sip of the beer. "I am going to regret asking, but, how did you propose to Halloran?"

Joe blinked. It was not a question he had expected. "Umm, I just, sorta.. did." he responded slowly. "I mean I had planned all these elaborate over the top stupidly romantic things, but in the end, I just took her the Thinking Spot and asked her. No fancy speeches, no candlelit supper, no soft music in the background. But I knew we had to be alone, with nothing and no one else to distract me."

"In case she said no?" Frank teased.

"There was no way in hell she was going to do that, Bro. If there had been, I never would have set myself up for failure." Joe's voice was serious. "and you know Gloria won't either. Which is why you are asking these questions." He looked at his brother over the top of the bottle. "I know you sometimes take longer to make a decision on something, but once you do, you move on it pretty quickly. So why has it taken so long? All kidding aside."

Frank shrugged. "To be honest, I am not sure. I mean, I love her. She's the best thing that has ever happened to me. But we each have such crazy hours that sometimes I think we don't actually know each other well enough yet."

"You have been living together how long?" Joe asked.

"6, 8 months maybe."

"And in that time you have seen all her bad habits, and she has seen yours, right?" Joe continued. "The fact that you are so tidy you put boot camp to shame doesn't drive her insane, right? And the fact that she is Vegetarian which means the only time you get dead cow flesh is at Mom and Dad's or here hasn't driven you bonkers, correct?" the rhetoric continued. "Or what about the bane of every cohabitation: the bathroom?!" he crossed his arms and raised an inquiring eyebrow.

Frank looked confused. "Bathroom? We each have our own. She has the one in the master bedroom, I use the other one."

Joe blinked. "Why didn't I think of that?!" he muttered to himself. "Look, what I am getting at is this. For the past 6 months or so you see her when she has bed head and hasn't shaved in 2 weeks. You go down to the kitchen and see how she stacks the plates on the counter for days at a time until they get stacked in the dishwasher. You KNOW to never ever _ever _finish off the bottle of white without putting a new bottle in the fridge to chill." That got a look from Frank. "If you you don't know her well enough by now, you never will." he leaned back and scowled at his empty beer bottle.

"Yeah, but.." Frank started before being cut off with a waved hand.

"But nothing. She has seen you obsess over folding the bath towels a certain way. She knows that all the cans must be placed in the pantry with the label facing out and to buy the large box of brown sugar Pop Tarts if she wants any. She knows to never disturb you when you are frowning at the laptop and that you like white gravy with your fried chicken. If she hasn't had a hissy fit over any of your habits yet, it means she can live with them. And by extension, _you_." he shook his head at his elder sibling. "It's not rocket surgery. Just ask her already, dude."

"Any more sage wisdom, oh Expert Brother of Mine?" Frank asked sardonically.

"Yeah. Do it when you are alone. She doesn't want an audience. They don't want to share the moment with anything or anyone else." He stood up and grabbed both empty bottles. "Another one?"

"Nah, thanks anyway. I gotta get going." Frank also stood up and let his brother lead the way back into the kitchen, where he gave Halloran a peck on the cheek as he continued on out the front and out onto his car.

Now that he had finally made up his mind to just do it already, Frank found himself never actually having any opportunity to do so. Business picked up again at the Agency, and a sudden loss of one of the other nurses on staff had Gloria working double shifts 3 days a week. They were both exhausted pretty much every day and when they did have rare moments together it was usually spent falling asleep in front of the TV. His life became a blur of work and odd moments of domestic life scattered here and there. One day, he realized that he hadn't checked his phone in several days and upon opening it, found he had a plethora of voicemails, some robo calls, a few personal ones from friends, one from his mother berating him for skipping out on Sunday dinner without so much as a text message saying he wouldn't be there, and one from Carson. Sighing, he slid his finger over the 'listen' icon.

"_Hey Frank. Carson Drew again._" The voice mail began. "_Just a heads up. Sentencing phase is over. Life, no parole. I was able to get them to agree to a medium security facility with a generous visitor policy._" Static crackled through the earpiece. "_Edmonds should consider himself lucky._" More static. "_Anyway, just thought you'd want to know. Keep in touch, and not just for work stuff._" the message ended with a buzz. Welp, that was that. Over and done with. Or so he thought.

**A/n: **_I am here to shatter any hopes people may have for a huge Callie Presence. In point of fact she is hardly in the story at all and plays a very minor role when she is. (Don't tell anybody but Joe is also relegated to recurring status as well) _


	3. Chapter 3

**A/n: **_sorry for the delay my friends. I would like to say there was some big huge family emergency that had me in an ER but the truth is, we found black raspberry patches in the empty lots behind our house( our house __is surrounded by undeveloped lots ATM) and spent the evening picking berries. Also, Fire Ants are everywhere back there so we had to be very careful. _

**Chapter Three**

Several weeks went by, with the Agency wrapping up most of their cases, the Hospital hiring another pediatric oncology nurse and life generally slowing down. It had slowed so much, in fact,that he was able to answer Biff's plea to offer tutoring 2 nights a week at the Youth Center. Gloria had even offered to teach a basic First Aid course to the older teens so on a balmy Tuesday evening the two of them were in Frank's car headed that way. The small black velvet box was getting worn and grubby, so he was bound and determined that it was going to happen _tonight, _come hell or high water.

As they pulled up, Frank had to marvel at the building. Once an old warehouse, it had been given new life as a Youth Center serving the entire community. Generous donations by the Frisk Mining Company and other notable Bayport entities enabled it to have been transformed. Several (in)famous graffiti artists did their community service by painting a huge, cheerful mural along the entire outside, and inside the once open space had been converted into several smaller areas. A nearby building, once the offices of some long defunct shipping company, had been converted into an all purpose Gym complete with bleachers. An aspiring Eagle Scout was doing his Community Service Project by constructing a sheltered walkway between the two to make the typical Bayport Winter less painful. Overall, it was a much needed refuge for pre teens and teens that offered recreational opportunities as well as assistance in other areas.

Biff Hooper, the Director of the Center and Joe's best friend growing up, met them at the door with a huge grin. "Hi Guys!" he exclaimed as he held the door open for them. "Just in time, the kids are about to riot." he pointed vaguely left and said to Gloria "Your gang, and I use that term deliberately, is over that way. They have been pounding on the dummy for half an hour already." Gloria thanked him and hefted her bag a little higher on her shoulder as she headed in that direction.

"You, my friend, get the new room!" Biff continued expansively. 'Room' wasn't quite the correct word to use, though. An attempt had been made to separate the area by constructing 2 six or seven foot high walls and butting them against existing walls. A wide doorway was in place, and Biff explained that as soon as the budget allowed, they would put an actual door in. "The High School Theater department tech kids put it up over the weekend for extra credit. Gonna ask the Waverly siblings to work their magic again." The brother and sister tag team graffiti artists had found themselves being offered art scholarships after their work on the outside walls that incorporated many Bayport Landmarks like the old Clock Tower.

As Biff walked through the doorway, he stepped aside and let Frank step in and behold his classroom. Three large meeting room tables had been set up, with 2 last generation PCs at each end and a refurbished printer in between. Hanging on the wall at the front was a large whiteboard, and at the back was an old school overhead projector. "Bit primitive, Biff." Frank grinned.

"What do you expect with a budget stretched so thin we can't afford to pay anybody but me?!" Biff laughed good naturedly. "So of course I bully, guilt and shame all my friends and their girlfriends into volunteering." he clapped his friend on the back. "I am sure you can compensate." Before leaving he turned to the 5 teens already seated. "Go easy on him, guys. He's new." He was whistling as he stepped out of the partition and left Frank standing there awkwardly.

He took in the figures before him. 3 boys, 2 girls, all looking about the same age. "Hi. So, uhh, I'm Frank." he began awkwardly. The two girls giggled and one of the boys looked him up and down with an appreciative leer. Thinking he may have gotten in over his head, he tried again. "Biff said there was a lot of interest in getting homework help." one of the boys shook their head.

"Nah, not so much with the homework, we all mostly got that covered. What we need is like, you know, Regents prep." This, Frank could handle. He dropped his backpack in a corner and grabbed the empty chair.

"Are you all taking the same one?" he asked.

The blond girl nodded. "Geometry. We all have B averages but suck at the test."

"Okay. Please tell me you have Internet..." at the nods, he flipped on the computer and was soon typing away accessing a few websites. In a matter of minutes he had printed out a short 20 question quiz and had everyone take it just to see where everyone stood. Twenty minutes later, he was deep into full on 'Teacher Mode' and he soon found a bunch of very bright students who just needed the grasp the finer points of taking the Regents test.

He found that he was enjoying himself immensely. Unlike certain other people (*koff *koff his baby brother) these teens were truly interested , inquisitive and inspired on the subject of Math. What was originally scheduled to be a 90 minute block of time turned into twice that. Gloria had peeked in, saw that her boyfriend was so engrossed with the Pythagorean Theorem he never even noticed, and silently pulled away, but not before snapping a quick and discreet picture on her cell phone.

Gloria decided to see if there was some other way she could keep herself occupied until Frank came up for air. Wandering aimlessly around the rest of the large open space, she came across 2 kids who were still wearing their jackets, despite the warmth in the well heated building. Siblings, by the look of them; a girl about 12 and a boy about 8 or 9. She hovered protectively over her brother as they gazed anxiously around. "Hey, Biff." she said, gently elbowing the former Football star. "What's with those two?"

He looked, then shrugged. "Dunno. Denise said their mom drops them off every day for about 2 hours and then a grandparent picks them up. Newbies, though, They definitely weren't here two weeks ago." He gave them a closer look. "Now that you mention it I don't think I have ever seen them involved in any activity, not even the reading corner." He headed towards the pair. Gloria followed.

Upon their approach, the girl warily stepped back a single step, placing a hand on her brother's shoulder. "Hi, Kids." Biff said affably. "I'm Biff, I run this madhouse. Are you settling in okay? Need a tour?" the younger boy stuffed a slightly grubby fist in his mouth while the older sister shook her head. Neither spoke. repeated attempts to get any sort of response met with utter silence, so Biff finally gave up. "Well, if you need anything, or just want to talk, come and find any one of us, okay?" he walked away, hand on Gloria's elbow as she frowned and showed no sign of leaving. A few steps later he whispered. "Let them come to you. Sometimes this place is a refuge, not a hangout." he glanced back. "Unless, in your professional opinion we are looking at abused kids?" he questioned.

Gloria shook her head. "No they don't have that look. Clothes are clean, if shabby. I'd say something happened and their circumstances were vastly downgraded recently."

Biff nodded. "It happens, more often than people realize. Somebody loses a job, or gets sick or some major financial hit takes it's toll." he looked again at the two kids, and this time the girl caught him, ducking her head and moving out of his line of sight. "Maybe I need to wait for them to be picked up and make inquiries."

"Aren't you afraid that won't go over well?" Gloria asked. "We are constantly being told to mind our own beeswax at work unless abuse is obvious."

"Well, yeah, some parents take offense at any perceived criticism of their parenting skills, but a lot are just happy to know they are just like every other parent: overwhelmed." He shrugged. "Often they just need to know that they aren't alone." He glanced again at the kids, who were now sitting on one of the shabby couches that took up space in the main area. "We can steer Mom and Dad to resources like a food pantry or job hunting."

"And how do you afford all this on no money?" Gloria laughed.

"It's called Networking." Biff laughed right along with her. "You know a guy who knows a guy who can hook you up with a Guy."

"You sound like Joe."

"I shall take that as a compliment."

Gloria laughed at that and headed back over to the computer room in the hopes of dragging her boyfriend out of there. She was bound and determined to get him to take her out to her favorite restaurant tonight come hell or high water. She paused at the doorway, leaning against it with her arms folded and a slight smile on her face as she watched Frank animatedly wax poetic about Math.

Despite herself, Gloria became so absorbed in watching Frank she never registered the commotion going on behind her. It wasn't until something large and heavy crashed to the floor did anyone in the room register the disturbance. Frank stopped mid sentence while the teens all jumped in their seats. She turned around and peered out of the doorway as Frank came up beside her. "What was that?" he asked quietly.

"Dunno." she responded equally as quietly. Since the doorway was open, they both peered out and observed Biff running towards the reading corner where Frank could just see what looked like an overturned bookcase. He assumed it was just an accident and went back to the front of the room. Gloria took the empty seat and smiled at her boyfriend's obvious passion about teaching. Despite herself she fell into an absorbed trance just watching and listening to him discuss a subject she had barely passed in high school herself and had no love for whatsoever. If anything she was falling more in love with him as he stood there getting the kids more and more excited as they suddenly grasped a concept in a new way or realized that their upcoming Regents test was not as scary as first imagined.

Eventually, though he realized that he really needed to wrap up the tutoring session, so he turned off the projector and told the kids that he'd see them on Thursday. That led to one of the boys asking him about his other job, that of Private Detective and soon he was regaling them with the 'truth' about some of the stories Joe had been telling. This went on for at least another 20 minutes before another disturbance outside their little cubby intruded. This time, Frank frowned as he stood up, thinking that this didn't sound like a minor thing. He told everyone to stay put as he sidled out of the doorway heading towards the voices that were steadily getting more strident and angry.

Of course everyone then crowded around the doorway and watch Frank as he strode purposely towards the small knot of adults. Spotting Biff, looking very tense, Frank spoke , raising his voice to be heard over the angry shouting of someone whose back was to him. "Biff, everything oka..."

He choked off the last word as the man whirled suddenly at the voice behind him. In so doing, the small gun he had been holding went off, the bullet landing square in Frank Hardy's stomach. Frank stood there a second, shock on his features as he looked down at the rapidly spreading red stain around his midsection before collapsing to the floor.

**A/n: **_yes, my cliffhanging skills are intact._****_T__here has been some concern raised about the severity of Callie's husband's sentence. Rest assured, all will become clear in subsequent chapters. Think William H. Macy's character in Fargo. sort of. _


	4. Chapter 4

**A/n: **_e__veryone will be happy to know that we have collected__more berries and will soon have enough for Pie._ _Yes I will be inviting Dean. ye this is very short, but I figured having to wait over the weekend was enough cruelty. _

**Chapter Four**

Gloria sprang into action, her professional training taking over and overriding any panic that threatened to spill out at the sight of her beloved bleeding out. She was on her knees next to him in an instant, even as one of the boys from the tutoring session did the same. "Go back and grab my bag." she snapped, eyes only on the wound as she gently tried to pry Frank's hands away to get a look. The teen scrambled to stand up but slipped back down as one of the girls joined them with the bag.

Frank's eyes were scrunched shut and his breathing was very labored. "Honey?" Gloria asked. "Are you with me?" Frank only nodded, not trusting himself to speak through the pain. In seconds, she had instructed the boy across from her to put steady pressure on the wound with the bandage unearthed from the bag. The girl nudged her silently, holding out a small bottle and a syringe. A quick glance and Gloria shook her head. "Not that. The fentanyl." The girl rummaged through and in a few seconds produced the correct bottle. Gloria leaned in and cupped Frank's face into her hands. "Frank? Look at me." she demanded gently. With obvious effort, he opened his eyes. The Nurse smiled at him. "Are you allergic to fentanyl?"

Frank shook his head and with effort whispered "Don't think so."

Gloria then nodded at the girl, who handed the small bottle over. Gloria quickly drew a small dosage and jabbed the through the fabric of the shirt and into his upper arm. "You let me know if you start having trouble breathing."

In spite of himself, Frank chuckled. "Bit late for that, actually." he closed his eyes again.

"Tommy called 911." the girl spoke then. Gloria nodded to acknowledge but concentrated on examining the still heavily bleeding hole in Frank's gut.

Meanwhile, Biff and two other adults who had been standing on front of a small group of terrified kids made to rush the man with the gun but as soon as he had pulled the trigger he turned back around and raised the gun on them Biff skidded to a stop and held up a hand to hold everyone else back as well.

"Bring me my kids right now, dammit!" the very angry man snarled.

"Not gonna happen." Biff responded flatly. Outwardly he gave no sign he was nervous other then quick glances over to where his friend lay on the floor being hovered over.

Completely ignoring the scene being played out just a few feet from her, Gloria sucked in air through her teeth as she got a closer look at the damage. "That bad?" Frank tried to joke, failing miserably as a prodding of his stomach caused him to nearly pass out in pain.

"I've seen worse." she tried to reassure him.

"You are a worse liar than Joe is." Frank tried levity to take his mind off things. "Which reminds me, I owe him an apology."

"How so?" Gloria asked as she expertly took the bandage scissors and cut away the remnants of the shirt.

"Getting shot really _does_ hurt." he winced as the soaked bandage was gently peeled away before being replaced with a new one.

"I can't give you any more fentanyl." She frowned as she tried to stem the bleeding, silently thanking her stars that the two teens with her were remaining calm and making it easier for her to take stock.

He reached up and weakly squeezed her hand. "I'm good for now." but even that small act drained him and he limply dropped his hand. "Won't turn down a nice ambulance ride though."

With impeccable timing, the shrill sound of a siren was heard getting louder and louder until it stopped just outside. The harsh red and yellow flashers cast eerie shadows inside the Youth Center. Gloria breathed a huge sigh of relief as she had reached the limits of her training and supplies.

One of the adults standing near Biff made to go to the door and meet the paramedics, when the agitated man swung the gun around, pointed it directly at her and told her to freeze. Everyone stopped breathing as tensions rose even higher. The paramedics came in the door, only to have the man fire off a round in their direction, causing more than one person to scream in terror. And not just the kids. The paramedics, as they are trained to do, immediately reversed course and exited the building.

Gloria's heart constricted as she knew that Frank needed surgery immediately and any delay could be catastrophic. She looked up, caught Biff's eye and silently pleaded with him to do something. Biff nodded slightly, looking grim.

**A/n: **_I have no witty comments to make. Things are not looking so great for our Hero, are they?! _


End file.
